ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
ver the last decades, a new research on how executives influence strategic decisions and organisational outcomes has received a great attention in the area of strategic management and organisational studies. In the strategic management research, executives play a dominant role in formulating corporate strategy and in determining the direction of the firm (Westphal and Fredrickson, 2001 ). In the existing literature two themes have been emerged, first, the role of top management (Lewin and Stephens, 1994) and second, the process of making strategic decisions (Rajapogopalan, Rasheed and Datta, 1993; Papadakis and Barwise, 1998).
Most of the studies have been grounded in the upper echelons" perspective proposed by Hambrick and Mason (1984) and attempted to examine how the managerial characteristics including cognitive skills, experience, and knowledge, personality traits affect several content strategic decisions among them diversification, resource management, innovation and change (Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1996; Herrmann and Datta, 2006) . Although the body of research over the last decades focus on content research, our knowledge of strategic decision-making processes is limited and is based so far on theoretical studies (e.g. Bateman and Zeithaml, 1989; Langley, 1990; Pettigrew, 1990) . Therefore, there is an increased need for an integrative research which explicitly considers the impact of context on strategic decision-making processes (Bateman and Zeithaml, 1989; Rajagopalan et al., 1993; Bryson and Bromiley, 1993; Papadakis et al., 1998) . The present study attempts to contribute to this area by examining empirically a number of strategic decision making processes and their determinants.
The current study aims to examine how the characteristics of Boards of Directors" influence the strategic decision-making process of financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation. The paper proposes an integrative framework in an effort to investigate the key factors of strategic decisions in a relative new empirical context; Greece. The paper is organized as follows: in the first section, we review the literature and formulate research hypotheses. Next, we describe our methodology and the cultural context for the study. The third section presents our results and discusses them, and the final section explores their implications and provides insights for further research.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Strategy as a concept has its roots in business policy (e.g. Andrews, 1971; Hofer, 1975) as well as in organisational theory (e.g. Aldrich and Pfeffer, 1976; Child, 1972) . Strategy is regarded as a set of decisions that a) guide the organisation according to the environment, b) affect the internal structure and processes and c) consequently, its performance. Strategy is the outcome of formal planning; an analytical process, which establishes long term objectives, a process usually initiated by Top Management and undertaken by staff strategists (Ansoff, 1965; Chandler, 1962) . Strategic process includes strategic analysis, strategic choice and strategic implementation (Andersen, 2000) . Strategic analysis is concerned with the strategic position of the organisation in terms of internal and external environment in which it operates and the expectations and influences of stakeholders. Strategic choice deals with identifying and understanding stakeholders" expectations, strategic vision and mission, portfolio management and financial capabilities. Finally, strategic implementation refers to the translation of strategy into organisational action through organisational structure and design, resource planning and the management of strategic change (Andersen, 2000) .
Dean and Sharfman (1996, pp. 379-380) describe strategic decisions as: "committing substantial resources, setting precedents, and creating waves of lesser decisions (Mintzberg et al. 1976 ) as ill-structured, non-routine and complex (Schwenk, 1988) ; and as substantial, unusual and all pervading (Hickson et. al., 1986) ". Top management team is responsible for the strategic decisions, which can be either formal or informal (Penning, 1985) and they reflect the interaction between an organisation and its environment (Ginsberg, 1988) . They deal with issues that are essential for the survival of an organisation rather than issues, which lend themselves to routine strategic-making (Stahl and Grigsby, 1992) . Strategic decision-making has received increased attention among scholars and business practitioners (Ireland and Miller, 2004) . Strategic decision-making has been distinguished into two broad categories: content research and process research. Content research deals with issues of strategy content such as portfolio management, diversification, mergers and the alignment of firm strategies with environmental characteristics (Elbanna, 2006, p. 2) . However, process research deals with the process by which a strategic decision is made and implemented and the factors, which affect it (Elbanna, 2006, p. 2) . Although most of the studies deal with content issues, equivalent attention has to be placed on process research. Hitt and Tyler (1991) argued that a combination of different dimensions on the strategic decision-making process will contribute to a better understanding of the factors that influence the strategic decision-making process. Previous work on strategic decision-making processes so far, put emphasis on rationality and comprehensiveness of strategic decisions (Elbanna and Child, 2007; Papadakis and Barwise, 2002) , the current study will shed light on two under researched strategic decision-making processes of financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation. The current study examines the strategic decision-making processes from the strategic choice perspective.
Strategic Choice Perspective
Strategic choice perspective focuses on the role and attributes of decision makers. It reflects the idiosyncrasies of decision-makers (Child, 1972; Cyert and March, 1963) . Strategic choice supporters highlight the effect of managers on strategic decisions. They argue that individuals take decisions that depend on prior processes of human perception and evaluation (Child, 1972) . Schwenk (1989) claimed that individual characteristics affect the heuristic and cognitive maps that are used to make strategic decisions and suggested three variable categories of individual differences: cognitive style, demographic factors and personality traits. The strategic choice paradigm (Child, 1972) postulates that key decision-makers have considerable control over an organisation"s future direction. In the upper echelons perspective, Hambrick and Mason (1984) introduced the coalignment between strategy and managerial characteristics. It provides a framework, which examines how managers influence organisational outcomes.
Although the existing literature supports the link between executives and corporate strategies (Miller and Toulouse, 1986; Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1990) , there is no extensive empirical work that examines the relationship between managerial characteristics and strategic-decision making processes (Bantel, 1993 , Smith et al., 1994 Hitt and Tyler (1991) showed that the CEO"s demographic characteristics to have an impact on the strategic decision-making processes. The undertaking study aims to examine the effect of demographic characteristics on the strategic decision-making on financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation. The aforementioned characteristics have rarely been empirically examined before in strategic decision-making literature.
Boards of Directors' Demographic Characteristics and Strategic Decision-Making Process
Organisational demography is conceptualised as the distribution of organisational members along any demographic traits or any set of demographic traits (Pfeffer, 1983) . Pfeffer (1983, p. 348) argued that "demography is an important, causal variable that affects a number of intervening variables and processes and, through them, a number of organisational outcomes." Upper echelon theory suggests that the demographic characteristics of managers bring a cognitive base and values to the decision-making process that restricts their field of vision. The demographic characteristics that will be examined in this study with respect to their effect of strategic decisionmaking are; educational level, specialty and functional background of Greek executives.
Education
Educational level is viewed as an indicator of executives" knowledge, cognitive orientation and skill base (Hambrick & Mason, 1984) . Education level shows the degree of people"s information analysis (Dollinger, 1984) . Educated CEOs are likely to demand detailed information and extensive financial reporting (Bantel, 1993) . In a sample of Greek manufacturing firms, Papadakis, Lioukas and Chambers (1998) found that education level to be positively associated with financial reporting. The empirical findings of Papadakis and Barwise (2002) indicate that CEO characteristics (education) as well as TMT characteristics (education and competitive aggressiveness) are related to the degree of hierarchical decentralization. Finally, in a study conducted by Goll and Rasheed (2005) , they found a significant and positive relationship between educational level and rational decision-making. The relationship between managerial characteristics and the strategic decision-making process has led to mixed findings. In addition, Papadakis and Barwise (1997) pointed out the problem of identifying key influences on the strategic decision-making process. Drawing from these research conclusions it is possible to articulate grounded hypotheses which states that:
H1:
Educated executives pursue financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation in the strategic decisionmaking.
Educational Specialization
Educational specialization reflects an individual"s cognitive style and personality (Holland, 1973) . Hitt and Tyler (1991) argued that certain types of educational specialty influence the strategic decision-making process and strategic change. Executives with formal education training in sciences and engineering related specialty have a better understanding of technology advancements and therefore, encourage cooperative opportunities. Heilmeier (1993) suggested that technically trained executives are aware of relevant technologies and are able to predict, comprehend and anticipate long-term change. In contrast, executives with only a formal management education are more likely to pursue short-term performance goals and long-term asset building compared to executives with other educational backgrounds (Hambrick and Mason, 1984) . In general education and in particular professional management education focuses more on application of analytical techniques rather than risk-prone idiosyncratic judgments of "self-made" executives (Goll and Rasheed, 2005, p.1005). Thus, we state that:
H2:
Educational specialty of executives influences the strategic decision-making process of financial reporting and hierarchical decentralization.
Functional Background
Functional Background represents an important aspect of an individual"s experience base and as a result a key indicator of the type of skills and cognition that the executive brings to his/her job (Rajagopalan and Datta, 1996) . Dearborn and Simon (1958) concluded that managers with different functional backgrounds differ in their attitudes, knowledge and perspectives and therefore, different strategic choices. Functional background is a lens through which business situations are viewed (Guthrie and Datta, 1997) . Functional backgrounds indicate the way and how strategic decisions are made (Hitt and Ireland, 1985) .
Empirical studies have identified systematic relationships between managers" functional experience and firm"s strategy. Thomas et al., (1991) have found strong associations between CEO functional experience and strategic orientation. In addition, Smith and White (1987) observed significant relationships between new CEOs functional background and firm"s diversification strategies. Hambrick and Mason (1984) have distinguished functional background into two broad categories the "output" functions and the "throughput" functions. The "output" functions include functional areas relating to marketing, sales, merchandising as well as product research and development (R&D) and entrepreneurship, which emphasize on growth, search for new opportunities and are responsible for monitoring and adjusting products. On the other hand, "throughput functions" include areas of productions/operations, engineering finance and accounting, which aim to the increase the efficiency in the transformation process.
This classification provides a linkage between functional background and organisational decision-making. The organisation"s strategy partly determines the types of functional background that are essential for the firm"s success (Hitt, Ireland and Palia, 1982) . For instance, executives with backgrounds in R&D are associated with progress, invention and improvement (Wiersema and Bantel, 1992) as well as with differentiation and low-cost strategy (Govindarajan, 1989) . On the other hand, throughput backgrounds are important in industries which are characterized by high capital intensity or concentration and lower growth (Rajagopalan and Datta, 1996) . Previous studies have focused on the influence of managerial functional background to content strategic decisions but with mixed results. This study attempts to investigate the effect of functional background of managers to the strategic decision-making process. Therefore, we put forward the following hypothesis:
H3:
The executives" functional background is associated with the strategic decision-making of financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation
Theoretical Framework of the Influence of Board of Directors' Demographic Characteristics on Strategic Decision-Making Process
Based on the theoretical framework developed by Hambrick amd Mason (1984) that examines the predisposition of executives" characteristics on strategic decisions, the study proposes a theoretical model that examines the effect of demographic attributes on two rarely examined strategic decision-making processes namely financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation. The theoretical model underlying the study is presented in Figure 1 
Boards of Directors' Characteristics
 Educational level  Educational Background  Functional Background SDM Process  Financial Reporting  Hierarchical Decentralisation
CULTURAL CONTEXT
Greece is a developed country, a member of the European Union since 1981 and a member of the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) of the European Union (EU) since 2001.The management of Greek organisations is underdeveloped compared to other national partners (EEDE, 1986). Hofstede (1980) found that Greece was characterised by the highest "uncertainty avoidance" index as well as by a masculine culture. He suggested that the need for security and status are important for Greeks. Mead (1994) and Triandis, Vassiliou and Nassiakou (1968) have mentioned that the need for self-esteem is strong in Greeks which derives from the prominent cultural value known as philotimo (cooperative and self-sacrificing behaviour). The majority of empirical studies have been carried out in Greece a few decades ago, in a period of low levels of industrialization, growth rate and level of disposable income. In addition, during this period Greece was experiencing high levels of unemployment, immigration and low educational level among employees, managers and entrepreneurs. However, the situation in Greece has changed since Greece joined the European Union and the levels of education, development, political stability and democracy have been improved. Bourantas et al. (1987) mentioned that there are significant changes in the needs of Greeks suggesting that Greeks place enormous attention of on the "ego needs" of self-esteem and status through wealth.
Regarding the Greek leadership styles, Hofstede (1976) showed that Greek executives preferred the consultative style (i.e., 70 percent of respondents preferred the consultative style, 18 percent the participative style, 12 percent the persuasive style and 0 percent the autocratic). 
METHODOLOGY Sample
To test our hypotheses we used data of Greek firms that were listed on the Athens Stock Exchange during the period 2006-2007. Companies that were de-listed were excluded as well as companies with missing data, yielding a sample frame of 290 firms. We sent questionnaire to board members of 290 firms. One hundred and five executives completed the questionnaire for an overall response rate 39.6%.
Measurements
Independent variables: Educational background is measured by using a 4-level scale: 1=high school, 2=bachelor"s degree, 3=master"s degree and 4=doctoral degree. In addition, respondents were asked to indicate the area of highest educational background from eight modified disciplines: engineering, sciences, business administration, business, social sciences-economics-sociology, marketing, civil engineering and other. Functional background is defined as the area in which executives had spent more years (Carpenter and Fredrickson, 2001 ; Michael and Hambrick, 1992) . In this study, respondents were asked to specify their functional background within the following seven categories: finance treasurer, general management, information systems, marketing/sales/customer services, accounting/controller, manufacturing and sales and engineering.
Dependent variables: The dependent variable is the strategic decision-making process of financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation. The financial reporting activities consist of five items: 1. use of NPV-IRR methods, 2. use of net present value as capital budgeting method, 3. inclusion of pro forma financial statements, 4. detailed cost studies, 5. incorporation of the strategic decision into companywide financial plans (Papadakis, Lioukas and Chambers, 1998; March, Barwise, Thomas and Wensley, 1988) . The measurement scale ranges from "1" strongly disagree to "7" strongly agree. Hierarchical decentralisation represents the extent of vertical decentralisation of the decision-making during all the phases of the process. Hierarchical levels include owner and/or main shareholder, CEO, first-level directors, middle management and lower management.
EMPIRICAL FINDINGS
Appendix Table 1 presents the factors that have been extracted from strategic decision-making process characteristics. Also, Table 1 presents a summary of the construct reliability measurements. Kline (1999) notes that the acceptable value for Cronbach"s alpha is between 0.7 and 0.9. All scales are found to satisfy this reliability criterion with Cronbach"s alpha coefficients ranging from 0.818 to 0.706. The principal component analysis with a varimax rotation regarding the strategic decision-making process falls into two distinctive categories: 1) financial reporting and 2) hierarchical decentralization. Principal component analysis allows identifying whether they are particular dimensions of the concepts of the strategic decision-making process. Specific variables may be observed as being strongly associated with one another, thereby indicating the existence of a dimension of a factor. A summary of the factor loadings for principal component analysis of the several stages of strategic decision-making process can also be found in Table 2 . Table 3 presents the findings from the General Linear Model (GLM) analysis. GLM analysis allows us to analyse the variance by splitting the data into levels and running the analysis by using categorical data that define the levels. The results indicate that the executives" educational level affect the strategic decision-making process of financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation. Also, the functional background was found to be associated with the financial reporting of strategic decisions.
The first hypothesis suggests that the higher the executives" educational level the more likely they will be to adopt financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation in the strategic decisions. Education level is regarded as an indicator of knowledge and skill base (Hambrick and Mason, 1984) . It has been associated with tolerance for ambiguity, capacity for information processing and ability to identify and analyse alternative solutions (Wiersema and Bantel, 1992) . Executives who have obtained a higher general educational level or management educational level focus more on the analytical techniques in the strategic decision-making process compared to "self-made" executives (Goll and Rasheed, 2005) . Scholars have reported an influence of boards" characteristics on the strategic decision making process (Tushman and Romanelli, 1985; Bantel, 1993; Smith et al., 1994) . Previous studies have concluded that the top management team"s level of education is related to rationality (Hambrick and Mason, 1984; Wiersema and Bantel, 1992; Bantel and Jackson, 1989) . Others (e.g. Hambrick and Mason, 1984; Papadakis, 2006) found that educated executives take hierarchical decentralised decisions. The findings of our study indicate an association between the executives" educational level and the strategic decision-making process of financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation. In the same vein, Papadakis, Lioukas and Chambers (1998) argue that education level is positively associated with financial reporting. Educational level shows the degree of people"s information analysis (Dollinger, 1984) . Educated CEOs are likely to demand detailed information and extensive financial reporting (Bantel, 1993) . This suggests that education might also be associated with more financial reporting, more co-ordination devices and more participation in the strategic decision-making. The fact that the educational level of Greek executives influences the strategic decision-making process might be explained by the dramatic changes that have been occurred in the education system in Greek the last decades. Universities have incorporated in their curriculum several courses in business administration and marketing. Also, many foreign business schools and other academic institutions are operating in Greece. Various EU programmes encourage the exchange of students and researchers and the cross fertilisation of ideas concerning management practices. In our days, the majority of Greek executives have received formal graduate and postgraduate education in Greece or abroad (Bourantas and Papadakis, 1997).
The second hypothesis suggests that the educational specialty of Greek directors is associated with financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation in the strategic decision-making processes. This hypothesis is actually an expansion of the previous one, aiming to investigate the effect of demographic characteristics on different forms of strategic decision-making process. More specifically, it investigates the impact of different educational disciplines on financial reporting and on hierarchical decentralisation. Apart from educational level, executives with different types of education are supposed to develop different problem-solving skills (Hitt and Tyler, 1991) . Executives with formal education training in sciences and engineering have a better understanding of a company"s technological base and are more likely to establish cooperative opportunities (Tyler and Steensma, 1998) . Heilmeier (1993) suggested that technically trained executives have technical knowledge and are able to predict, comprehend and anticipate long-term change by identifying opportunities.
However, executives with only a formal management education are more likely to pursue short-term performance goals at the expense of innovation and long-term asset building compared to executives with other educational backgrounds (Hambrick and Mason, 1984) . They claimed that business schools are not effective at developing risk-taking tendencies compared to technical schools that are risk-averse oriented. In summary, executives with technical education emphasise more on opportunities rather than on threats (Tyler & Steensma, 1998) . The empirical findings from Greek listed organisations revealed that the educational specialty of executives does not play a predominant role on specific strategic decision-making processes. Greek executives in listed organisation in the Athens Stock Exchange might come from various educational backgrounds and not from a particular one in order to be able to identify the explanatory power of a certain educational specialty on the firms" strategic decision-making processes.
The final hypothesis suggests that the executives" functional background is associated with the strategic decision-making processes of financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation. The functional background of board members has been distinguished into two broad categories: the "output" and the "throughput" functions. The "output" functions includes functional areas relating to marketing, sales, merchandising as well as product research and development (R&D) whereas the "throughput" functions include areas of productions/operations, engineering, finance and accounting. Our research findings derived from GLM analysis suggest that functional background affects only the strategic decisions of financial reporting. Apart from financial reporting, the findings do not provide any support for this hypothesis.
Functional background is regarded as a lens through which business situations are viewed (Guthrie and Datta, 1997) , the way in which problems are defined (Dearborn and Simon, 1958) . Hambrick and Mason (1984) have distinguished functional background into two broad categories the "output" functions which focus on opportunities and the "throughput" functions which focus on transformation process. This classification provides a linkage between functional background and organisational decision-making. The organisation"s strategy partly determines the types of functional background that are essential for the firm"s success (Hitt, Ireland and Palia, 1982) . Technology oriented companies encourage the appointment of executives whose functional expertise is related to the firm"s success (Datta and Guthrie, 1994) . Executives with "output" background tend to have greater ambiguity and less control whereas those with "throughput" background tend more to control (Herrmann and Datta, 2002) . Throughput backgrounds are important in industries which are characterized by high capital intensity or concentration and lower growth (Rajagopalan and Datta, 1996) . The findings revealed an association between the managerial functional background and financial reporting. Greek managers adopt certain elements of financial reporting in their strategic decision-making process. However, the fact that Greek executives come from various functional backgrounds does not allow us to provide any association between their functional background and the specific strategic decision-making process that they pursue.
CONCLUSIONS
The paper examines the extent to which certain demographic characteristics of Boards of Directors are related to specific strategic decision-making processes. The results of our study support the view that certain demographic characteristics influence the strategic decision-making process of financial reporting and hierarchical decentralisation. In this study, we found that the educational level and functional background matter in strategic decision-making process, while the educational specialty had no significant influence. The findings suggest that the executives" attributes do not provide any insight into how Greek executives take their strategic decisions. Apart from two significant demographic findings on strategic decisions, the aforementioned demographic attributes have no effect on strategic decisions. The findings are novel for a country like Greece. Although we could expect to find that the personal attributes of dominant executives would be influential in the strategic decision-making, the results did not support this argumentation. The lack of CEO dominance over strategic decisions can be explained by the fact that our sample consist of large Greek organisations in which all Board members participate equally in strategic decisions. The decisions are not taken by a single individual but a group of people. Therefore, the demographic characteristics of the board members might be heterogeneous and do not allow us to conclude with the demographic characteristics affect strategic decisions.
The results of this study have to be interpreted bearing in mind some limitations. First, it is the crosssectional and retrospective nature of the study. Second, the companies of our sample represent listed and medium and large organisations in the Athens Stock Exchange and are not necessarily generalisable to specific sectors and countries. Maybe, smaller firms might conclude with different results. Third, the study was focused on specific demographic and strategic decision-making process characteristics, perhaps a different set of managerial attributes and strategic decisions characteristics conclude to different findings. Another limitation is that the questionnaire was filled in by a single respondent of each listed on the ASE firms. Data was collected from a single source (e.g. Chairman, CEO or board member) since they are regarded as the apex of an organisation and the most knowledgeable respondents for this study. Future studies might use multiple respondents per firm in order to minimise effects of systematic response bias.
Suggestions for Future Research
Finally, we would like to point out some avenues for future research. First, the study has focused on few demographic characteristics. The use of a different set of managerial demographic as well as board composition characteristics might conclude with more interesting findings. Second, this study examined the effect of Boards of Directors" characteristics on strategic decisions. Another promising avenue of research is to examine the determinants of strategic decision-making processes from the environmental determinism perspective. Third, this study examined the effect of managerial attributes on two strategic decisions. It will be interesting to investigate their effect on other strategic decision-making characteristics such as rule formalisation, lateral communication, comprehensiveness/rationality, politicization. Finally, it will be interesting to examine how certain strategic decision-making processes contribute to organisational performance. 
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